Worksheet: Using ISIS to Inspect a Document

ISIS is a tool for analyzing audience, purpose, and genre. Used systematically, ISIS can help you analyze a document by starting with the global issue of image and working your way down to the more local issues of the text. 

Directions: Using the questions below, analyze the sample documents using the grid provided.
Analyzing image

Image is a reflection of the organization’s attitude about everything it publishes (and often an attempt to influence an audience’s attitude about the organization). Image is in some ways the most abtract feature to assess, but it’s also the one that’s the easiest to get right by “going with your gut instincts.” The following set of questions may help you begin your analysis of image.

· How would you describe the publication’s look? How do layout and typeface contribute to the document’s overall image? (Is the typeface big and easy to read? Do the pages use lots of white space are they crammed with text? What do those choices say about the image the publisher is trying to project.)

· What seems to be the overall focus of the document? Are particular elements emphasized (visuals? text? is “special” information highlighted through the use of color, boxes, or some other device?)

· What percentage of the space is given over to visuals? Are the visuals complex or simple? If you had to pick a word to describe the style of the visuals, what word would you use? Where are graphics placed and is there any significance to that placement?

· Other observations: What are your general impressions of this document and the company/individual that produced it?

Analyzing structure

Structure is the skeleton of ideas that underlies the text. Use the following sets of questions to guide your analysis of structure.

Global organization

· Readings suggest that technical reports are structured with a beginning, middle, end, but that readers don’t usually read the report beginning to end in a single sitting. How is your white paper structured? Is it intended to be read from beginning to end, all at once, or does it accommodate multiple readings and multiple points of entry? What purposes might the writers have for choosing this organizational method?

· What is the predominant purpose of the report? Are there secondary purposes? (Informing, explaining, effecting change, proving, entertaining, publicizing) Is the purpose explicitly announced in the text? Does the text help the reader figure out how to read it? (Put another way, how does the structural “shape” of the report fulfill its announced purposes?)

· What sort of previewing cues are used? What sort of structure do they suggest?

Visual organization

· What typographic conventions does the text use to create a sense of visual organization?

· What other visual cueing devices are used? What is their function or impact?

Wording of text

· Does the document use wording of text to create structure? What global organization is suggested by transitional words (thus, therefore,  however, first, secondly)? How do others types of words (conjunctions, repetitions, pronouns, summary words/prhases, memorable turns of phrrase that repeat) contribution to global organization?

· What sorts of cueing devices are used? (cues that summarize, cues in the wording of the text)

Genre

· What genre does this document invoke? (lab report, literature, news story, narrative, feature article, etc.) Does it conform to your expectations of the genre or does it department in some significant ways? Does it mix two or more genres or break generic conventions? How do features of genre affect the structure of the document?

Analyzing information

Information is the bulk added to the document’s skeleton and varies with purpose and audience. Use the following questions to guide your analysis of information.

· What is the focus of the information? Does it emphasize claims? A news hook? Data or statistics? Something else?

· What assumptions does this document make about its audience? (Are they experts or novices? Are they insiders or members of the general public? Do they need basic ideas explained or not? How do you know?)

· What is the scope of the document? Is it broad or narrow? How does the scope relate to audience and purpose?

· What is the level of detail? Are readers getting a general discussion or one that is very detailed? Why? How does level of detail relate to audience and purpose?

· To arrive at an assessment of the document’s level of abstraction, technicality, and density, take a 500-word excerpt from the text, which you believe is fairly representative of the document as a whole, and perform these analyses:

· Abstraction index: Estimate what percent of the content is abstract (conceptual, theoretical, knowledge-focused) vs. concrete (how-to, informational, practical).

· Technical index: Count the total number of technical terms, then count the number of technical terms that are explained; calculate the percentage of terms explained.

· Density quotient: Figure the ratio of technical terms to ordinary words.

Analyzing style

Style is the overt presentation of the message. Use the following questions to guide your analysis of style.

· Does the document using a “proving,” “celebrating,” or “explaining” style (or some other some other style)? What are the features of that style? And how does that style relate to audience and purpose?

· What is the tone of the document? Formal? Friendly? Humorous? Something else? Is the tone in harmony with the document’s audience and purpose?

· Does the document use active or passive voice? First- or second-person?  How do those choices relate to the audience and purpose of the document?

